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DEBORAH JORDAN DISCUSSES THE ROLE OF UQP AS A SIGNIFICANT PUBLISHER OF 
AUSTRALIAN POETRY IN THE 1960s.
When the young American Frank Thompson was manager in the 1960s, the University of Queensland Press 
<87ILJHTL(\Z[YHSPH»ZTVZ[ZPNUPÄJHU[
poetry publishing house.1 The Press published 
volumes of original poetry by individual poets, 
such as David Malouf, Vicki Viidikas and Martin 
Johnston; anthologies; two series of Paperback 
Poets; consolidated anthologies selected from 
[OLZLYPLZ[OLÄYZ[LKP[LKI`9VNLY4J+VUHSK
and the second by Thomas Shapcott (both poets 
themselves); recordings of poets reading their 
own work with accompanying text; and cassette 
recordings of poets. Key Indigenous poet Kevin 
Gilbert’s People are legends came out in 1978.
Can we put a value on the importance of poetry 
to a community? Poetry ‘at its highest is more 
important than can possibly be estimated’ 
proclaimed the cultural critic, Nettie Palmer.2 Most 
of UQP’s poetry list was contemporary, drawn from 
the 1968 generation and the New Poetry, and from 
the earlier poets with roots in the 1950s, but some 
anthologies included much earlier bards. There 
was also critical writing about poets; biographies 
of poets such as Judith Wright; studies of 
individual authors and general literary histories, 
and text books all within the frame of Australian 
literature. A plain series of traditional British poets 
from Shelley to Browning appeared for secondary 
school. The interest in poetry extended to some 
VM[OL[P[SLZPU[OL(ZPHUHUK7HJPÄJZLYPLZ(Z
0]VY0UK`ROHZMV\UKPUÄJ[PVUHUKZJOVSHYZOPWHZ
well as poetry, UQP’s list formed the basis for the 
renaissance in Australian writing.3
The extraordinarily wide range and richness 
of the UQP archives stems in part from the 
calibre of the literary geniuses and giants–poets 
included–whose letters and manuscripts are 
boxed here. The bulk of the UQP records are 
held in the Fryer Library, with some important 
editorial correspondence still retained by the 
Press. Poetry editors employed at the Press were 
Roger McDonald, Rosie Fitzgibbons (who was 
HSZVHÄJ[PVULKP[VYHUK:\L(IIL `HZ^LSSHZ
commissioning editors Tom Shapcott and later 
Martin Duwell. Not only the correspondence from 
writers survives, at times anguished even tragic, 
at times tempestuous, but also letters from key 
artists of the time whose art was used on book 
covers.
The ‘immense task of the poet of every age’, 
believed Palmer, ‘has to be to write lines of such 
poetic power that our own names and ways can 
become impregnated with poetry’. With the social 
revolution of the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
a new generation of poets was experimenting 
with poetry as a process in a search to fuse their 
aesthetics and revolt. Theirs was a generation 
ZLLRPUN^H`Z[VI\PSKJVVWLYH[P]LJVTT\UP[PLZ
not based in violence and warfare. But just as 
with earlier generations of poets, there were 
entrenched obstacles in their way of publication, 
given the size of the Australian reading public. 
‘… to be a poet in Australia/is the ultimate 
JVTTP[TLU[»ZHUN4PJOHLS+YHUZÄLSK4 When we 
HZRX\LZ[PVUZHIV\[[OLTH[LYPHSJ\S[\YLVMWVL[Y `
about who reads poetry and what poetry sells, 
about the history of poetry books, and the cultural 
politics behind the publication of every book, then 
the UQP archive comes into its own as a very 
ZPNUPÄJHU[YLJVYKVMJYLH[P]LMLYTLU[
Thompson had an extraordinary capacity to 
recognise creativity in its different guises and 
make a commitment to innovation and renewal. 
He was alive to the idea of the university press 
with responsibilities to the arts and region. 
The path ahead was uncharted. 
Publishing houses are strongly 
dependent on networks of personal 
relationships.5 Milestones in the history 
of UQP began in 1968; a ‘memorable 
year’ Craig Munro called it in his history 
UQP: the writer’s press, 1948-1998.6 In 
 [OLÄYZ[HU[OVSVN`New impulses 
in Australian poetryHUKÄYZ[]VS\TLVM
original verse Roger McDonald’s Citizens 
of mist were published. In the archives 
we see something of the complexities of 
the process, the obstacles overcome and 
of how Thompson had to juggle poets, 
manuscripts, referees, the University 
Publications Committee, 
cover artists, accountants, 
production, the Commonwealth 
Literary Fund (CLF), sales and 
more to forge new relationships. 
New impulses, a selection of over 
twenty poets, was put together 
by Rodney Hall and Tom Shapcott. 
Its publication offers an interesting 
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Right: A selection 
of titles from UQP’s 
Paperback Poets 
series 
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referee wanted deletions and changes, such as 
the title from ‘The Actor and Child’. A drawing by 
Hermia Boyd for the cover was commissioned. 
Somehow rumour had it that McDonald did not 
like the cover, but in a long letter to Thompson 
from Tasmania where he was working as a radio 
producer for the ABC, McDonald insisted that 
he was very pleased with it. Again Thompson 
wrote to the CLF for support–urgent support with 
a decision in time to publish for the Christmas 
market. The CLF responded by treating the 
book as a special case. Aware of the possibilities 
in publishing poetry, but also sure that the 
Publications Committee would not sanction a 
poetry editor, Thompson appointed McDonald as 
Audio Visual editor. 
Every book has its own story, which can be 
reconstructed in the archives. The next two 
volumes 
of poetry 
published 
by Tom 
Shapcott 
and Rodney 
Hall survive 
in various 
stages of 
preparation, 
have reader’s 
reports and 
were again 
case study. Highly credible senior women poets 
were approached by the Press to referee the 
volume. Judith Wright, enthusiastic, wanted more 
explanation for the basis of selection of ‘social 
tensions’, and Rosemary Dobson, then working 
in London, challenged the inclusion of some 
poets.7 While the book had been accepted by 
the University Publications committee in 1966, 
Thompson wanted the funding rules changed. 
Publication was thus delayed. In his negotiations 
with the CLF, Thompson brokered a subsidy for 
the publication costs so the book could be sold at 
a cheaper price, rather than the later payment for 
any losses. The CLF also had to review the book, 
at even greater length, and asked for revisions. 
;OL[OYLLWHNLYLWVY[ULH[S`[`WLKPZJHYLM\SS`ÄSLK
in the archive. The book was reprinted ‘within a 
remarkably short time’.8 Thompson’s belief that it 
^HZHOPNOS`ZPNUPÄJHU[IVVRILJH\ZLP[OLYHSKLK
the wider renaissance in poetry,9PZJVUÄYTLKI`
later scholars. 
‘Please don’t fall into a dark mood of despair’, 
Thompson wrote to Roger McDonald, UQP’s 
]LY`ÄYZ[ZPUNSLWVL[Y`H\[OVYVUZLUKPUNOPT[OL
referees’ stringent comments.10 Judith Wright 
could not read McDonald’s manuscript. Nor 
could Tom Shapcott, so he instead offered many 
X\V[HISLX\V[LZPUOPZYLWS `0UHYL]LHSPUNTLTV
[V(UUB3HOL`D<87»ZÄYZ[LKP[VY;OVTWZVU
attempts to navigate the perilous hazards to 
ÄUKHZ\P[HISLYLMLYLLZ\MÄJPLU[S`VWLU[VWVL[Y`
not like his or her own.11 Even this 
carefully chosen 
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channelled through the CLF. In a long important 
letter to Thompson, Shapcott explains why, rather 
than send a second poetry manuscript to UQP, 
OLOHKZLSMW\ISPZOLKFingers at air because 
OL^HZºHU_PV\Z[VNL[[OL^VYRV\[X\PJRS`
because it was experimental’ and he was seeking 
a reaction. Such documents provide rich insight 
into the publishing possibilities of the time, the 
expectations of poet and publisher and provide 
the background for David Malouf’s claim that the 
Press’s next series, the Paperback Poet series, 
was one ‘of the most brilliant publishing initiatives 
of the decade’.12 The series was the response 
to Malouf’s insistence that his volume Bicycle 
and other poems be published in paperback not 
hardback. UQP dispensed with CLF funding, and 
ZL[[OL[L_[PUOV\ZL\ZPUNM\UKZMYVT[OLZHSL
VM[L_[IVVRZ;OLYPZRZWHPKVMM"[OL7HWLYIHJR
Poets ‘sold like hot cakes’ for one dollar each.13 
Eighteen paperback books by different poets 
were published in the series; many of the poets 
OHKÄYZ[HWWLHYLKPUNew impulses and were 
HSZV[VILPUJS\KLKPU:OHWJV[[»ZNYV\UK
breaking Contemporary American & Australian 
poetry (1976). Livio Dobrez provides a useful 
distinction about the importance of these poets 
of the New Poetry, or the Generation of ’68; their 
WVL[Y`ºJVUZ[P[\[LZHX\P[LKPMMLYLU[HWWYVHJO
to the poem as poem, in short a new poetic’.14 
;OLÄYZ[HU[OVSVN`LKP[LKI`4J+VUHSK;OLÄYZ[
Paperback Poets anthology was a selection of 
the best, and the Press hoped to reach into the 
schools.
A second vital initiative by UQP was its series 
of Poets on Record. Associated series were 
the Poets on Tape, Public Issues on Tape, and 
Public Figures on Tape. The Poets on Record 
series each consisted of a 45 rpm record and 
booklet. Three Poets on Record were published 
each year initially, then two each year until 1975. 
;OLÄYZ[Rodney Hall reads Romulus & Remus, 
had a print run of 1000, but this was increased 
for the next in the series, Rosemary Dobson 
reads from her own work, by 500. ‘One of the 
aims of the series’, explained McDonald, ‘is to 
provide a readily available stock of recordings 
MVYZHSL[VH\KPV]PZ\HSSPIYHYPLZHUKPU[LYLZ[LK
individuals’.15 Poets included James McAuley, 
Douglas Stewart, RD Fitzgerald, Bruce Dawe, 
Bruce Beaver, AD Hope, Judith Wright, Chris 
>HSSHJL*YHIIL7L[LY7VY[LY9HUKVSWO:[V ^
David Campbell and Francis Webb. 
,HJOÄSLHNHPU[LSSZHKPMMLYLU[Z[VY `(YLJVYKPUN
session was arranged for AD Hope in Canberra, 
but at the time he was overseas. The BBC would 
not do a ‘private’ taping of Rosemary Dobson, 
who instead found a commercial recorder. Poems 
were selected by authors themselves (usually) and 
they read more than was needed so a selection 
could be made by the Press. Then the poets were 
asked to write an explanatory note. Not only was 
the recording being made of the authentic voice 
of the poets, but they were also being asked 
to comment on their own poems ‘to make the 
]VPJLHIP[TVYLTPUKL_WHUKPUNHZ[OL`ZH`PU
the comics), or as they say in the academy, it will 
ÅLZOP[V\[»16(NHPUPU[OLHYJOP]LZ^LJHUÄUK
the rich variety of responses in drafts of varying 
lengths and format. Many poets expressed 
reluctance but were encouraged in dialogue with 
McDonald. In general, there was an acceptance 
among these poets that at the centre of every 
poem there is a ‘meaning which is supplied by the 
reader in collaboration with the poet’.17 Dobson 
explained to an imaginary school girl how her 
interpretation of the poet’s poem was right even 
though it was different from her teacher’s and 
other members of her class; Rodney Hall wrote 
of the essential relationship between poetry and 
From left: Maureen 
Freer, John Manifold, 
Kath Walker (Oodgeroo 
Noonuccal), Helen 
Haenke, Thomas 
Shapcott, Bruce 
Dawe, Manfred 
Jurgensen (compere 
Blair Edmonds, 
not pictured). Fryer 
Library miscellaneous 
photograph collection, 
UQFL479, PhS 959.
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THNPJ^P[O[OLºUVU
rational responses’ 
in the hearer;18 but 
pertinent here are RD 
Fitzgerald’s comments 
that ‘a poet reading his 
own poem, however 
poorly ... will unveil 
more of its meaning 
than the printed 
page...’.19 A recording 
on record could be 
listened to again, and 
through repetition, 
any listener’s 
‘bewilderment’ could 
be unknotted. 
The archives of the 
poets in UQP in 
the Fryer offer rich 
possibilities for ongoing exploration into this 
exciting era, a time when poetic power, through 
the material conditions of possibility through 
UQP, was reaching out and our ways were 
being impregnated with poetry. The second 
paperback poetry series was initially edited by 
Roger McDonald, then Rosie Fitzgibbons and 
Tom Shapcott, all superb critics and editors. In 
preparing an anthology from the series, Shapcott 
emphasised ‘the achievements of the second half 
of the vital decade of the 1970s’ outlining ‘the 
presence of energy and immediacy’ in making his 
catholic selection.20 We can recognise this today, 
even as the books themselves are now rare, as 
we can listen again and again to the recordings 
of many key poets, because Poets On Record 
are available online, through the Fryer Library 
catalogue and eSpace.
Left: Article from 
University News,  
2 June 1976
Top: The covers of two 
records from the Poets 
on Record series
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